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The revolution in modes of design and production anticipate a 
liberalization of material/fabrication that can potentially allow the 
masses to take control of the design of the urban space.  Historically 
with each technical invention, writing, printing press, and video-
cameras, came not only the possibility for new creative practices but 
also the formation of the socio-political structures to allow such new 
praxis to mobilize and become effective. For example, with the advent 
of printing press, publishing houses organized the literary world, 
selecting culture for mass consumption, or film and television industry 
grew to broadcast programs and movies. During the ’90’s, theories 
of virtuality and the commercialization and privatization of public 
spaces, were seen as potential dissolvers of physical public places. 
Today we should acknowledge the power of networked media and digital 
fabrication for their potential to physically build public good.  
This thesis explores and proposes a method to create urban places by 
designing three prototypes of urban objects that can be customized by 
the public and easily fabricated with a CNC router which will allow a 
digitally networked audience to participate in the physical making of 
space in their cities.  
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“There is a big difference between being at the center of the Empire 
and being at the center of the world.” Julian Beinart, lecture at MIT 
given on February 09, 2013
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Introduction
The context in which this thesis 
sets its foundation is twofold. 
The first attention is devoted to a 
general discourse on the potential of 
networked communication for civic good: 
mobile connectivity is allowing fluid 
communication between the citizens and 
the institutions. The second event 
that is revolutionizing the commercial 
world of design is digital fabrication. 
Technological advances of prototyping 
such as 3d printing and CNC machining 
allow for a wider range of the population 
to physically design and build artifacts 
and imply a future scenario which could 
be described as a personal factory1.  
Ideally, given these two frameworks, 
there arises a possibility to create an 
agency that uses methods of participatory 
design for launching challenges on 
proposed public space using participatory 
budgeting for financing and digital 
fabrication for construction. Several 
US cities which are currently adopting 
strategies to communicate with their 
citizens are mostly limited to simple 
feedback on basic civic services (street 
maintenance, traffic notifications, 
etc.). CNC fabrication for the masses 
is also restricted, for the moment, 
1  Personal factory is a concept born with the 
advent of digital fabrication. It is a new model of 
goods consumption and delivery based on selling and 
distributing product designs through internet. It allows 
buyers and designers to customize the digital file 
associated with the products and order online  their 
individualized production. 
Figure 1 ++ Example of Delatory 
Relation between Citizens and 
Institution.
New urban mechanics, an experiment of 
the city of Boston in participatory 
urbanism. The citizens relate city 
malfunctions such as bumps and 
potholes through an application. 
Figure 2 ++ Example of Participatory 
Publicness.
IDEO platform for Open Innovation, 
were humanitarian challenges are 
launched and resolved by a networked 
community of thousands of people. 
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Figure 3 ++ Example of Participatory 
Making.
Make, Online Magazine
Figure 4 ++ Example of Participatory 
Making.
100 k Garages Site
to the production of small objects for 
home interiors. It is possible, however, 
to envision a future in which  public 
involvement will invade the professional 
realm of urban design for cities to 
create a civic “ideation to production” 
circuit that will bring the use of these 
technologies to the next step toward 
public good. 
This thesis proposes urban objects 
that are appropriable and transformable 
by communities, bringing innovation 
back into the democratic world and 
envisioning a future where the people 
will feel ownership of their city by 
being the designers of public space. It 
also seeks to reinterpret the concept 
of urbanity versus nature by reframing 
the artificial/natural relations.  This 
research will result in selecting 
specific urban structures, called the 
Holistic Urban Objects, which hold 
physical and dimensional characteristics 
that allow unskilled citizens to design 
and fabricate their own personalized 
architecture.   Assuming that digital 
fabrication and the internet will 
continue their escalade toward becoming 
tools for public exchange, there is a 
possibility for the public to construct 
their civic space both virtually and 
physically. Presuming that it is 
possible to create the adequate platform 
that judge meaningful proposals and 
construction feasibility of urban objects 
to be installed in cities, designers 9
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and the public itself will be able to 
dialogue with the infrastructure of 
civil institutions basing the discourse 
on reciprocity, exchanging information 
towards the implementation of structures 
for public good.
10
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Chapter 1 
Citizen Perspective
While thinkers such as Constant Nieuwenhuys, 
Guy Debord and Micheal De Certeau stressed 
the importance for urban design of the 
personal vision of a city, John Habraken, 
and Margaret Crawford seek effective ways 
to engage public in neighborhood and 
cities design.  
Anthropocentric Urban Design 
Constant Nieuwenhuys, a founding member 
of the 1960 activist group called the 
Situationist International, believed 
in the idea of “Unitary Urbanism”. The 
Situationists developed what can be 
called “politics of atmosphere”, against 
the conventional urban planning, arguing 
that cities are filled with centers of 
attractions, force fields, and flows of 
desire1.  Constant envisioned a city, 
New Babylon, where everyone becomes an 
architect, where technology (already the 
new nature) has to support a new culture, 
and where temporality, transience, and 
variable produce the architecture. New 
Babylon is an endless network that sits in 
an intricate web of lines2. While everything 
is interconnected, the qualities of a 
particular space remain unclear, giving 
opportunity to diversity.  Constant’s 
vision of the space as a social dimension 
1  Wigley, Mark. Constant’s New Babylon: The Hyper-
architecture of Desire. 010 Uitgeverij, 1998,12.
2  ibid, 10.
Figure 5 ++ Guy Debord, Guide 
Psycogrographique de Paris
Figure 6 ++ Constant, New Babylon 
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marks the importance of city daily life as 
a fluid urban test-field for architecture. 
Guy Debord wrote in the Situationist 
International magazine “Contre la Cinéma” 
that he believed that ordinary (quotidian) 
people should make “everyday” (quotidian) 
art; art and creation should liberate from 
the spectacle, from capitalism, and from the 
banality of everyday life in contemporary 
society. Michel De Certeau’s work on urban 
anthropology stressed how object and 
happening exceed our conceptualizations 
of them. He believed that civic space is 
a practiced place and occurs in relation 
of operations that orient, situate it 
and temporalize it. He explained that 
“strategy” is the imposition of power 
through disciplining and prescribing some 
activities in some places while “tactics” 
are ruses that take the predisposition of 
the world and make it over, that convert 
it to the purposes of ordinary people. 
Certeau was skeptical of the knowledge 
that maps the city from bird’s eye view 
and was more interested in walking as a 
form of practical narration. He turned his 
attention to how tactics appropriate what 
has been created by a hegemonic knowledge 
system3.  
The Citizen as Designer
Dutch architect, Urban Planner and MIT 
Professor, John Habraken, in his book, 
“Supports: an alternative to mass housing”, 
3  Hubbard, Phil, Rob Kitchin, and Gill Valentine, eds. 
Key Thinkers on Space and Place. SAGE Publications Ltd, 
2004, 106.
Figure 7 ++ Jhon Habraken, The five 
level model of physical systems 
Figure 8 ++ Jhon Habraken, Control 
distribution
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published in 1962, strategizes methods 
on how to differentiate and customize 
floor plans in appreciation of people’s 
participation in the design process and 
on how to craft a housing design proposal 
universal enough that people could project 
their own. Habraken defines spheres 
of influence and control that citizens 
hold, describing them as both topological 
and temporal. Habraken’s theory defines 
supports, as “base building” or the part 
of the building designed by professionals, 
and infills, which are the physical parts 
that the occupant of the house can determine 
according to his own design4.  Supports 
and infill are complementary. An infill 
system can be installed in any support 
and is a specific selection of physical 
parts, having standardized interfaces and 
organized logistics, and can consequently 
be organized to suit a wide range of 
interior conditions5.  Habraken’s work 
touches on the relevant question of how 
to involve public participation into the 
design process of a building and also on 
how to design for change and variety. 
In his course at MIT, Thematic Design, 
Habraken’s teachings focus on how to 
“conveying a way of working, more than 
an architecture6”. The objective of the 
course is in teaching skills in complex 
form manipulation and control, without 
discussing meaning or program. Habraken 
stresses the possibility for architects 
4  http://www.open-building.org/ob/gloss.html  Prof. Dr. 
Stephen Kendall, Building Futures Institute, Ball State 
University
5  ibid
6  http://www.habraken.com/html/ongoing_interests.html
Figure 9 ++ Margaret Crawford, 
Everyday Urbanism Book Cover
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to create systems that empower anyone 
to design and to manage complexity in 
form.  His theories align with the Dutch 
Structuralists Aldo Van Eyck, Piet Bloc 
and Herman Hertzberger.  These architects 
explored structures and assemblages of 
archetypal units whose spatial aggregation 
allow for appropriation by its inhabitants.
In an attempt to rethink the conception 
of public, space and identity, Margaret 
Crawford, in her book,  Everyday Urbanism, 
looks at the public sphere as “an arena 
of discursive relations” conceptually 
independent from both the state and 
the economy. She has been analyzing the 
simultaneous public activities in Los 
Angeles that are continually redefining 
both public and space through lived 
experience.  Crawford coined, for example, 
paradigms as Urban Living Room, referring 
to a garage sale, or Paved Yard for informal 
vehicle-repairing practices in the city 
streets. She suggests that once mobilized 
and acknowledged these social identities 
can become political demands, spaces 
and sites for political transformation 
and can potentially reshape the cities. 
Crawford, advocating for “sensibility and 
narrative of possibility” in the urban 
realm, highlight the space for rethinking 
a different strategy for creating public 
spaces7.  
Interboro, a New York firm of architects 
and designers, has experimented in the 
last decade with different degrees of 
7  Crawford, Margaret, and George Baird. Everyday 
Urbanism. Edited by Rahul Mehrotra. University of 
Michigan, Taubman College of Architecture and Urban 
Planning, 2005.
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Levels of intervention that change 
the urban environment. Analyzing 
the temporal frames in which these 
changes are happening, We can define 
areas where it is possible to 
intervene and change the city scape 
very rapidly, which is the city 
block.
17
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communication with the public during the 
design phase of urban environments.  Their 
urban design practice unites investigatory 
“in the trenches” fieldwork with digital 
fabrication methods for the construction 
of the urban furniture.  Their experiences 
are episodes of successful three-
way communication: the designer, the 
institution and the public.  As thinkers 
and practitioners, they highlight the 
importance of a new design thinking which 
engages the citizen in various levels of 
participation during the design process. 
18
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Chapter 2 NextPublic 
Holistic Model
This project considers the public at 
large, not only the human species 
but the earth’s entire ecosystem. By 
introducing a method to fabricate urban 
spaces in cities, this project aims to 
achieve networked qualities which surpass 
the boundaries of a conventional urban 
design intervention, accounting for 
the Latourian complex assemblages that 
relate nature and artifice.  According 
to Bruno Latour, French sociologist and 
anthropologist, natural conditions never 
existed:  science and cultural society are 
connected and interdependent programs that 
cannot be considered separate entities1. 
His ANT theory (Actor-Network Theory) is 
an agent based approach to social theory, 
originating in the field of science studies 
which treat objects as social networks2. 
Following Latour’s attribution of social 
agency to ‘actants’ that can be non-humans, 
the Holistic Urban Objects become a novel 
way to define and express public space in 
modern society, interweaving culture (the 
public participation into the design), 
nature (the ecology of the built structures) 
and technology (the ubiquitousness of the 
digital fabrication).   
The practice of city designing can 
1  Hubbard, Phil, Rob Kitchin, and Gill Valentine, eds. 
Key Thinkers on Space and Place. SAGE Publications Ltd, 
2004, 272.
2  ibid, 273.
Figure 10 ++  Bruno Latour, Politics 
of Nature
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transform these processes into new models 
that embed social relations with the 
material environment. As Eric Kluitenberg 
argues, “the practice of everyday life is 
embedded into comprehensive technological 
environments to the extent that technology 
can no longer be seen as an alterity”3.  Our 
idealization of nature as utopian eternal 
Eden is shifting radically towards new 
notions that see technology and nature as 
entities that merge and exchange place. For 
example, ongoing intellectual debates are 
waging over changing the name of the current 
geological era from the Holocene to the 
Anthropocene based on soil and climate due 
to human activity.  Jill Bennet, Professor 
and Director of the National Institute 
for Experimental Arts of the University 
of New South Wales, in her essay, “Living 
the Anthropocene,” writes that we are 
currently experiencing a paradigm shift, a 
revolutionary change of basic assumptions 
underpinning a discipline or branch of 
science. She argues for an art practice 
that embeds ecology in a structural level 
which is not environmentalism, but the 
reconfiguration of the cultural sphere as 
an ongoing experiment4.
The French philosopher, Félix Guattari, 
similarly believes that the boundaries 
between the natural and the technological 
need to be collapsed and that we need to 
think transversally.  Guattari, in his 
3  Kluitemberg, Eric, Techno-ecologies. Inhabiting the 
deep technological spheres of everyday life, 1.
4  Bennet, Jill, Living the Anthropocene, The Book of 
Books / 100 Notes – 100 Thoughts, Documenta und Museum 
Fridericianum, 2012, 345
Figure 11 ++ Felix Guattari, The 
Three Ecologies
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essay, “The Three Ecologies,” writes that 
the development of new techno-scientific 
means could potentially resolve the 
dominant ecological issues, but the 
organized social forces are unable to take 
hold of these resources and make them work5. 
There is a need, within the discipline of 
urban design and architecture, to invent 
structures that embody both social and 
natural systems. This thesis proposes 
a strategy for constructing networked 
objects in cities that, in essence, 
redefine public through the processes 
of conception, fabrication, and delivery 
methods. Holistic Urban Object, designed 
by the public, produces ecology, because 
the substance of its materiality it is 
chosen by the designer, and this matter 
relates to the place of the author 
provenience.  The Holistic Urban Objects 
have an adaptive constitution: because of 
their highly customizable essence they 
allow for cultural appropriation and can 
reflect the environment in which they 
stand. 
5  Guattari, Felix, The Three Ecologies.
Figure 12  ++ Next-Nature
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Media Scaffold
The experiment conducted to involve 
public participation into design of urban 
objects finds its theoretical biases on 
two thinkers: Jerome Bruner and Gregory 
Ulmer.  Jerome Bruner’s scaffolding theory 
suggests that children need support and 
active help from their teachers and parents 
if they are going to become independent 
learners as they mature. According to 
Bruner, children are somewhat dependent on 
those who have more knowledge or competency 
than they do in certain disciplinary areas 
when they begin learning6. As students gain 
more independence and confidence, the help 
from teachers and parents decreases until 
they are independent learners, much as 
scaffolding used to support construction 
workers and their materials is removed 
as a building project nears completion. 
As with Bruner’s theory, this thesis 
proposes a similar learning method to 
allow the citizens to create public good: 
the citizen is provided with a scaffold 
which is composed by words and explanatory 
drawings that clarify the project goals 
and with a public blog that displays other 
participants’ designs.   
Since this experiment uses the internet as 
a collaborative platform to build public 
good, it is relevant in this context 
to mention Gregory Ulmer, an English 
professor at the University of Florida who 
has researched alternatives methods of 
6  Bruner, Jerome S. Toward a Theory of Instruction,. 
Underlining. W.W. Norton & Co, 1968.
Figure 13  ++ Memorial of the Virtual 
Peace Garden
Figure 14  ++ Greogry Ulmer, 
Electronic Monuments
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pedagogy. Ulmer notes that historically 
there will be change in the fundamental 
realities of our lives associated with the 
transformation of the language apparatus. 
This change, however, is not determined 
in advance and the specific of equipment, 
institutionalization and behavior remain 
to be invented7. Ulmer also coins the word 
electracy, which opposes literacy, and 
refers to the communicative potential of 
electronic media, which embed with equal 
weight both words and images. Electric 
Monument, Ulmer’s book, proposes an 
institutional practice, called the MEmorial 
that allows students and citizens to use 
the Internet as civic sphere. The MEmorial, 
a hybrid written and imaged practice 
created by citizens and the networked 
class, consists of at least a web-based 
testimonial or witnessing of a “disaster 
in progress” monumentalized through a 
proposed “peripheral,” an object or item 
(theoretically) left at, or attached, to 
an existing monument8.  Ulmer’s thinking 
is important for two reasons: he considers 
the internet as a place where civic agency 
can create public good, and he opens his 
experimental practice of education to 
the public.  The MEmorial is a practice 
developed for a new institutionalization 
of civic life online, beginning with the 
internet as a virtual public sphere.
7  Ulmer, Gregory, Electronic Monuments, xii.
8  “MEmorial.” Accessed May 8, 2013. http://www.ndsu.
edu/pubweb/~kbrooks/index.html. 24
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Chapter 3 Case Studies
The physiognomy of the urban environment is 
planned and shaped by political decisions 
and economic circumstances. City zoning 
regulations narrow the social potential 
of public spaces by prescribing antiseptic 
aesthetics and assigning standard functions 
to the design context. 
Urban objects such as loggias, “panca 
di via”, podiums, basins, lavatories, 
canopies, aedicule and pavilions that 
would allow people to perform everyday 
life or cultural activities in public are 
no longer consistently part of the city 
fabric. These pervasive built fragments, 
public forms woven into the city’s system, 
niches of industrious activity, positively 
animated social life. 
In a society in which the voice of the 
public possesses the tools to potentially 
engage collectively through social media 
in a critical discourse on inhabitable 
urban spaces, this thesis addresses the 
need to rethink design strategy, methods 
and fabrication processes that currently 
shape the public spaces of our cities. 
Through the analysis of historical public 
architectural forms, this thesis identifies 
several “urban objects” that inherently 
hold physical and formal characteristics 
of social significance and re-proposes 
a “fabricable1” version, where design 
and customization are accessible to a 
vast audience. This thesis introduces a 
1  fabricable: that can be fabricated by a Computer 
Numerically Controlled router machine
Today Public Spaces
What will look like the Public Space 
of Tomorrow?
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solution for producing, through digital 
fabrication, designed public life 
inexpensively and rapidly, and to find 
effective ways to transform citizens into 
the real commissioners of the design. Public 
space is being reinterpreted as punctual 
urban micro designs that will shape social 
life and influence the phenomenological 
experience of the city.
By examining the tectonic and spatial 
attributes of former public places, it is 
possible to identify an aesthetic grammar 
that shapes a novel design of those 
elements representing the threshold of 
street and building, public and private, 
city and individual.   
Urban Archetypes
27
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Plecnik and van Eyck: the reconstruction 
of the urban space
The work of architects Jose Plecnik and Aldo 
van Eyck  focused on the reconstruction of 
the urban space. Although not contemporaries 
and stylistically very different, Plecnik 
and van Eyck had a similar serial design 
approach to urban objects  -- Plecnick 
eclectically varying the aesthetical 
features of his objects in promenades 
and Van Eyck established a strategy that 
related site, pedagogy and structure. 
Joze Plecnik,  an  atemporal and outsider 
Slovenian architect, , worked extensively 
as an urban designer both in Prague and 
Lubjana at the end of the 19th century. His 
work focused on two major themes in urban 
reconstruction:maintaining memory of past 
events and superimposing a more general 
character to the city.  Plecnick had a 
personal contextualism where geographical 
and temporal limits blurred. He designed a 
General Sense of the city, not a particular 
city.(footnote) Peculiar to his work was 
the attention for the urban form not as an 
overall drawing, but more as the sum of 
multiple particularities- variation that 
would make every place both recognizable 
and particular. The central tenet of his 
ideas was the specific attention for 
interstitial spaces as ground labs for 
punctual interventions that diffuse a 
myriad of small scale projects in function 
of the overall plan. His objects delineate 
a particular trajectory in the urban 
territory, imposing gentle, delicate 
Figure 15 ++ Joze Plecnik, 
Perspective drawing of paradise 
garden,1920, Royal Complex at 
Hradcani, Prague, 1921-30. 
Figure 16 ++ Joze Plecnik, Atleration 
of Prague Castle 
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corrections.  Plecnick’s objects, through 
their networked physical presence, created 
the idea of a city. (footnote) Building on 
Plenick’s urban design practice, Holistic 
Urban Objects’ objective is to create 
a model for new public values through 
built objects that not only plug into the 
urban space but also connect the social 
and natural realities of our globalized 
society creating new cities that are not 
just inhabited by humans, but by other 
species as well. 
Aldo van Eyck, Dutch architect and 
protagonist of the structuralism movement, 
was fascinated by the relationship between 
children and the postwar city.(footnote) 
Critical of the top-down view of urban 
planning embraced by the 4th CIAM Congress 
on the “Functional City” that envisaged 
a zoned, functional city characterized 
by widely spaced apartment blocks and 
landscaped public places, van Eyck was 
searching for architectural equivalents 
of non-hierarchical form  urban design 
(footnote)He joined the Department of City 
Development at Amsterdam Public Works in 
1947, and in the decades that followed 
he designed more than seven hundred 
playgrounds for the city.(footnote) These 
spaces often created from derelict lots, 
incorporated sandpits, metal climbing 
frames, stepping stones, and small concrete 
divots to collect rainwater in abstract 
compositions. Van Eyck, who considered 
physical recreation an important part of 
children’s development, defined areas for 
Figure 17 ++ Aldo Van Eyck, 
Playground
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free-form activity without being closed 
off from the surrounding community. 
Figure 18  ++ Aldo van Eyck. Drawing 
of sandpits, somersault frames, 
climbing frames, play tables, and 
climbing mountains. 1960
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Current participatory practices in 
Design, Urban planning, Art
During the last decade, Rebar, a collective 
of architects and artists,  has applied the 
theories of Margaret Crawford, to create 
the projects that lie at the intersection 
of urban design, art and architecture. 
One of the most famous is the “parklets” 
that from one singular event in one 
city became a global intervention. The 
project consistent in paying for a 2 
hours parking, and occupying it not with 
a car but with a public space. Again yet 
another unconventional tactic for urban 
design and reshaping the city. Living 
experience is translated into virtual and 
then translated back into real. Similar 
project that shifts the idea of what is 
conventional and what is not in a city 
is the project of Interboro in New York 
for PS1, named Holding Patterns (which 
strongly reminds the Van Eyck pedagogic 
approach to the city) that shows how an 
installation in a museum can actually 
serve the broader context of the city 
and the neighborhood. Interboro practices 
urban design analyzing site through 
social interactions with the users, and 
public participatory collaboration. 
While Interboro approach to urban design 
process implies direct connection with the 
public but no collaboration in the actual 
construction of the object, in earlier 
times Enzo Mari, tried to establish 
connection with the public through the 
building process. 
Figure 18  ++ Interboro Partners
Figure 17  ++ Rebar, Parklets 
Intervention
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Figure 19  ++ Interboro Holding 
Patterns Installation, PS1 New York
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Open Design and Mass Customization
Although the practice of involving 
the public in design and construction 
processes has been extensively explored 
by designers and manufacturers, in the 
last twenty years the fluid exchange of 
information and robotized production are 
efficiently ensuring higher participatory 
levels of consumer customization and rapid 
product delivery. While these technical 
advancements currently pertain mostly to 
markets that reach the private circuit of 
the individual, such as interior furniture 
and clothing, it is possible to envision 
a future  where the sphere of public good 
will also benefit from this interaction. 
Re-fabrication as participatory design 
and construction practice: Enzo Mari 
and Ronen Kadushin.
In 1974 Enzo Mari, an Italian 
designer and craftsman, theorizes the 
“Autoprogettazione” (Self-design).
(footnote)  Enzo Mari’s design process 
frames a world in which the dignity of the 
work is not alienated. His ideas, stemming 
from the Marxist and proletarian cultural 
environment of Italy in the seventies, 
were to push the people to physically 
appropriate his projects, building and 
realizing real artifacts.(footnote). He 
believed that the carpenter’s trade would 
be easily assimilated. As a pedagogic 
tool, to introduce the public to the 
construction process and against the 
Figure 20  ++ Enzo Mari. 
Autoprogettazione Chair. 33
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commodification of the design product, 
Mari’s “Autoprogettazione” consists 
of a manual and a kit of parts, with 
simple designs of furniture that can be 
implemented, auto-constructed and self-
redesigned by those who would buy his 
products. The guidebook contained detailed 
plans and axonometric drawings of 19 
furniture pieces all made from standard 
timber sizes, cut to specific lengths and 
which could be assembled only using simple 
tools.(footnote) Enzo Mari encouraged 
“self-design” through the clarity of 
language and by drawing a kit for assembly. 
The users were invited to send images of 
their designs and customized furniture back 
to the designer.(footnote) For Enzo Mari, 
practice and pedagogy are inseparable “the 
work itself is a protest against reality2”. 
Autofabrication is a design response to 
a cultural context that identified the 
polarities of craftsmanship and industry 
as opposing. Digital fabrication and the 
“factory at home” are starting to change 
both market dynamics and production 
processes, creating a new paradigm that 
shortens the distance between design and 
consumers.  While Mari’s “pedagogy in the 
making” implied manual fabrication, this 
thesis project uses networked media and 
digital fabrication construction processes 
as platforms to address wider contexts than 
the home space to create social awareness 
and civic responsibility. 
2  ENZO MARI - AUTOPROGETTAZIONE.mov, 2010. http://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=Qh_7Q3ApGhk&feature=youtube_gdata_
player.
Figure 21  ++ Enzo Mari. 
Autoprogettazione Drawing and Manual
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In his manifesto, Open Design, Ronen 
Kadushin, an Israeli designer currently 
living and teaching in Berlin, puts 
the designer back at the center of the 
urban design practice3. Kadushin realized 
that while music and video information 
are becoming creatively open through 
the world wide web, design remains an 
individualistic practice.  Open Design 
provides a Cad Information Platform, open 
for everybody to modify, of products that 
can be produced by CNC machines directly 
from digital files.  In a market in which 
the industrial designers have to rely on 
manufacturers for realizing their product, 
Kadushin proposes an alternative way for 
generating production, which does not 
abide to the established convention of 
the market4. By sharing his work in an open 
platform, he eliminates the role of “the 
middle man” in selecting concept designs 
for distribution.  According to Kadushin, 
a new product is a natural outcome of 
a network of designers: designs which 
are meant to be transformed, repurposed 
and scaled5.  Kadushin formalizes the 
preconditions of creative exchange towards 
pure innovation of the design liberating 
the process from the constraints of 
branding and name recognition.  Can we 
also envision an open platform for urban 
design where a public space is conceived 
and constructed by the citizens, for the 
citizens? 
3  http://www.ronen-kadushin.com/index.php/open-design/
4  Kadushin, Ronen, Open Design Manifesto, 2010.
5  Ibid.
Figure 22 ++  Grafitti Chair, 
waterjet aluminum.
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Bivolino, mass customization in 
action
 The term custom derives from the latin 
term costume, which literally means 
tailored dress. Culturally speaking, 
costume also means morals (moralis in 
Latin) and  comes from the Greek ήθος, 
or the principles of the characteristics 
of human behaviors that affect the 
collectivity.  The etymology of the word 
customization is historically connected 
not only to the physical appearance of an 
object tailored for his user, but also more 
deeply into the collective values embedded 
in a culture. In the book “Anthropology 
of Globalization: a Reader” Inda and 
Rosaldo analyze the dynamics of cultural 
customization in the age of globalization6. 
They argue that culture begins to lose 
its geographic associations and becomes 
reattached to another location as more 
and more people are able to have immediate 
contact with one another. The authors 
refer to this as reterritorialization - 
the “process of reinscribing culture in 
new space time contexts, of relocalizing 
it in specific cultural environments”7. 
They purport that cultural materials, by 
being reterritorialized are often changed 
and customized according to the receiving 
culture; they are interpreted, translated, 
and appropriated according to local 
conditions of reception8”. Customization 
is a way in which the receiver of the 
6  Inda, Jonathan Xavier, and Renato Rosaldo. The 
Anthropology of Globalization: A Reader. Wiley, 2007.
7  Ibid. 
8  Ibid. 
Figure 23 ++  Bivolino, Shirt’s Mass 
Customization Interface
Figure 24 ++  Bivolino Shirt 
Customized Online
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“foreign” culture reconstructs cultural 
objects and practices, and forms them to 
fit the new location. The interpretation 
is often different from the intentions of 
the original producer.  As customization 
recycles culture it also allows for re-
creation9. As I propose in this thesis, 
the structures of public good become 
customizable habitats, and reflect 
the contemporary ecology of the place. 
Although digital fabrication has a high 
level of customizability, questions of 
how to appropriate culturally, the poetics 
and sense of place remain unanswered and 
technically challenging.  MIT Professor 
of Electrical Engineering and Computer 
Science, and Director of the Computer 
Science and Artificial Intelligence 
Laboratory (CSAIL), Daniela Rus, is working 
on democratizing robot fabrication that 
envisions a future where each person will 
be able to customize robots according to 
their personal needs. Her work aims to 
deliver technology directly to the people 
and provides platform for the public to 
share the work after completion.
 There are also factories currently 
selling products over the internet that 
work in complete customization. Bivolino, 
for example, offers customized shirts on 
the web.  They sell essentially 6 products 
-- 3 different shirt cuts for men and 
3 for women, but the customizable parts 
(collar, sleeves, pockets, buttons, and 
base hem) are fairly specific and detailed. 
Because the designs are digitalized, the 
company believes that their manufacturing 
9  Ibid. 
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system follows a sustainable business 
model. Bivolino eliminates sampling 
waste by using “sustainable technologies” 
that include computerized sketching, 
CAD pattern design, digital grading 
and marker-making, digital printing and 
computer numerical control10. The business 
model described as “Mass Customization” 
allows for appropriation of the object. 
In 1969, Bivolino partnered with IBM and 
introduced a new ergonomic measurement 
system. Using 1,200,000 measurements of 
the body they were able to reinvent a 
completely new fit adapted to the body 
shape. In 1981, Bivolino became the first 
shirt label to take daring steps toward 
computerized production, automatically 
producing pattern-making gradations in 
a fraction of the time. Bivolino was 
producing 900.000 shirts a year and 
employing 270 people. In 1997 the brand 
established a new digital studio in the 
High Tech Science Park Limburg, and the 
first shirt was sold from Bivolino.com. In 
2000 Bivolino launched is most innovative 
tool: biometric sizing technology.  After 
two years of anthropometric research 
supported by university scientists, the 
company solved a formula to calculate the 
right cut and size for every Bivolino 
customer. 
Bivolino developed this software under 
the European Commission funded initiative 
“Open Garment”.  Open Garment is based on 
the provision of individualized services 
10  “Bivolino Brand Book.” Issuu. Accessed May 20, 
2013. http://issuu.com/bivolino/docs/brandbooklet_issuu.
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and products to customer and partners, 
to provide individual garments with 
a very high degree of customization in 
72 hours.  Open Garments initiative is 
based on Open Manufacturing and Open 
Innovation. The project concept is to 
empower the consumer as designer, producer 
and retailer of individual garments and 
to create web-based virtual communities 
that will share capabilities, knowledge 
and creativity.  Open Manufacturing is 
a network that aims to develop flexible 
and quick manufacturing for individual 
garments working with micro-plants and in 
micro-enterprises, while Open Innovation 
is the collaboration between enterprises, 
customers and consumers where all the 
players contribute to the value chain by 
virtually sharing knowledge11. 
The end result of Public by Design is to 
democratize the process of manufacturing 
and the creation of product design. Can 
urban environment be designed and mass 
customized by building a similar action 
framework? Can the people be entrusted to 
designing their own spaces in cities? How 
will we design cities 200 years from now?
11  “Approach | Open Garments.” Accessed April 26, 
2013. http://www.open-garments.eu/approach.
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3. Very rapidly, all the spaces get 
filled with public project initiated 
by the citizens.
Those 3 figure are examples of the 
looks of an digital design interface 
for participatory urban design. 
1. Vacant lots displayed on a digital 
interactive map
2. The citizen select a lot and start 
the process of designing the Urban 
Space
Chapter 4 Experimentation 
The Holistic Urban Objects are prototype 
scaffolds for participatory public-ness. 
Public is intended as an extensive concept 
that accounts for other species of beings 
and networks of objects. The Holistic Urban 
Objects will create awareness and social 
responsibility as catalysts of interspecies 
exchanges. This project proposes a method 
to create a super-urban space that is part 
of a global networked plot by publishing 
online a set of drawings of the Holistic 
Urban Objects that can be easily fabricated 
with a CNC router, thereby allowing the 
audience to participate in the physical 
making of space anywhere in the world. 
The fabricated object, built by CNC cut ½” 
plywood sheets, is customized using local 
materials (wood, leaves, building scraps, 
plastics, etc), thus reflecting the ecology 
of the place. Customization is enacted by 
humans and by every other species that 
decide to inhabit the structure.
The agency to bring the Holistic Urban 
Objects into production and situate them 
in cities involves the participation of 
the neighborhood and civic institutions. 
A selection of available urban sites could 
be displayed in a web media format and be 
accessible to all the citizens.  These 
available urban sites could be places that 
are currently unused or undervalued by the 
city institutions. By engaging citizens’ 
participation, the urban territory could 
improve its qualities, permitting the 
42
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Urban Archetypes
Urban Archetypes selected for 
becoming fabricable. The Hermitage, 
the Grotto, and the Rostra. 
residents to be the producers of civic 
good. These built civic spaces would 
also be accommodated for modern use and 
performance, directly responding to the 
needs and interests of the community. It 
allows citizens to gain a degree of civic 
control, offsetting the institution’s 
curation of a particular piece of land. 
The structural design process would be 
independently taken over by the citizens 
supervised by the designer of the first 
prototype, ensuring structural conformity 
of the designed shape.  Structural 
conformity could also be computer generated. 
The experiment consists of generating a 
series of designs of three prototypes of 
Urban Objects and uploading the drawings 
on internet. Each of these respective 
spaces: the Hermitage, the Grotto, and the 
Rostra is formed by structural elements 
that can be individually customized. 
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Challenge
In a society in which the voice of the 
public possesses the tools to potentially 
engage collectively through social media 
in a critical discourse on inhabitable 
urban spaces, this thesis addresses the 
need to rethink design strategy, methods 
and fabrication processes that currently 
shape the public spaces of our cities. We 
are experiencing a moment in history in 
which media tools and digital fabrication 
allow us to easily coordinate public 
discussion on urban related topics, 
while providing a possibility for virtual 
communities of innovators to actively 
manufacture their ideas. In their essay, 
“Micro Public Places,” Hans Frei and Marc 
Böhlen redefine the concept of urban 
infrastructure as a place that would 
generate services outside the private 
domain and they propose using network 
data and internet resources for the public 
good1. The public space is reconfigured, 
rethought, and redesigned, integrating 
the latest technological shifts into its 
inception. What are the possible steps to 
create a process for building civic good 
and to allow the citizens to physically 
participate in the production of their 
environment?
Digital fabrication is revolutionizing the 
way we think about products, our design 
capabilities and our potential to create 
1  Hans Frei and Marc Böhlen, Situated Technologies 
Pamphlets 6: MicroPublicPlaces. The Architectural League 
of New York, 2010
From fabrication to public 
participation in Urban Design
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Study Model for a fabricable 
Hermitage
Study Model for a fabricable 
Hermitage
objects. It is now possible, using digital 
platforms, to share or sell small- scale 
designs, and have them fabricated and 
delivered.2  Can those manufacturing and 
delivery processes impacting the private 
space of our homes, be scaled for a public, 
civic domain?  To address the urban field, 
while keeping possible for the citizens 
to physically build the space of the 
city, this thesis designs customizable 
prototypes of historical urban typologies 
of places that hold a public character 
(pavilions, fountains, rostra, grottoes) 
and which limited scale allows fabrication 
and assembly without any special tooling 
or professional contractors.  This 
thesis confronts questions which react 
to intellectual and technical challenges 
and reviews the important topic of site-
specific/contextual artwork.  How can a 
novice or low skilled citizen participate 
to the building of his community and 
urban environment and learn about the 
necessary steps to positively modify 
his surroundings?  Are we born with an 
embodied sense of making or do we need 
language of making imposed on us? Is there 
a logical, systematic way of producing 
urban artifacts that addresses scaling 
(numeric & isotropic)? How can design vary 
from city to city, embed critical thinking 
of society and nature, preserve the genius 
loci, and respecting local tradition? 
How can a layered interpretation of the 
physical, mental and poetic resources 
of the site be expressed in a physical 
2  Ponoko, http://shopbottools.com/, http://
www.100kgarages.com/, http://makerfaire.com/,  http://
makezine.com/, 
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Study Model for a fabricable Grotto
architectural and urban object? This 
thesis, based on constructivism approach 
to learning theories, aims to produce 
civic good with public participation, and 
to create the initial scaffold that would 
permit to build over-time a platform of 
knowledge shareable designs with different 
communities of citizens.  
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Fabricable prototypes, structures for 
civc society 
Urban Prototypes 
Pavilions, city gates, fountains, rostra 
and obelisks are artifacts which express 
the character of the local civic society 
and constitute the social infrastructure 
of the urban environment.   These places 
are the sites where public good3 is 
produced and represent significant contact 
points between the institution and the 
citizens.  As a starting point for this 
discussion on public good, three Urban 
Objects, are selected for holding a civic 
social function in the city: the Hermitage 
or Pavilion, the Grotto, and the Rostra.
 
3  In economics, a public good is a good that 
is both non-excludable and non-rivalrous in that 
individuals cannot be effectively excluded from use and 
where use by one individual does not reduce availability 
to others. - “Public Good.”
Study Models
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The Hermitage
The Pavilion, or papilio in Latin, so 
called for the similarity of the tents 
of the pavilion with curtains or wings 
of a butterfly, it is mostly recognized 
as an independent artifact placed 
in gardens and courtyards to promote 
social encounters among passersby.  The 
pavillion’s typological genealogy begins 
with a small free standing temple for 
praying usually connected to a larger 
architectural context. Pavilions have 
similar dimensions to baptisteries. 
Baptisteriums (from Greek baptizein or 
Bapto – immerse in water / merge) are 
relevant places because they are the locus 
where the ceremony that brings the infant 
in a social group was performed. Later 
on the Hermitage appeared as a pavilion 
typology for retreat in English styled 
French parks. Hermitages are places for 
the homeless and wandering monks to rest, 
or for the owner of the garden. Giuliano da 
San Gallo in his Codex Barberinus documents 
numerous typologies of pavilions, using a 
perspectival representation method that 
shows simultaneously the exterior and the 
interior of the architectures4. San Gallo 
pavilions, represented as half ruins, 
assume multiple temporalities, and hold 
Renaissance cultural conditions.  The 
pavilion maintains a socially welcoming 
function, while expressing the ecology of 
the place. 
 
4  Cammy Brothers, lecture on Giuliano da San Gallo and 
Peruzzi, 18-02-2013, MIT 
Figure 27 ++ Giuliano da Sangallo, 
codex Barberinus
Figure 28 ++ Giotto, Arena Chapel
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Hermitage Prototype
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The Grotto
The world “grotto” derives from the Latin 
word crypta which means cavern, pit or 
subterranean passage. The garden grotto 
is a folly that represents an artificial 
cavern, or a cosmos in miniature. The 
architectural concept is related to the 
idea of art imitating nature and surpassing 
it. Grottoes were places where an ancient 
multimedia experience would take place: 
running water, rugged unpolished paint 
and polymorphic statues. Renaissance 
grottoes became hybrid typologies, where 
the magical representation of nature 
blends with technology discoveries. Leon 
Battista Alberti, in De Re Aedificatoria 
(1485) describes how to simulate mossy 
growth by pouring green molten wax on to 
the stonework5. Leonardo Da Vinci, in his 
writings between 1478 and 1518 collected 
in the Codice Arundel, demonstrated an 
interest and desire for discovering 
the nature of the cave as place that 
is associated  with a higher order of 
“elemental” natural wonder. The image of 
the cavern is tied to the idea that nature 
is animated by forces such as energy, 
vital blow and strength that determine its 
necessary course. These dynamic entities 
that control the metamorphosis of the 
world are hidden in the  earth’s womb. 
In the ancient world, caves were also the 
environment of the oracle or were identified 
as curative places. The grotto expresses 
a place of marvel, contemplation, renewal 
of the senses and rest. 
5  Jackson, Shell Houses and Grottoes.
Figure 29 ++ Leonardo Da Vinci, La 
Vergine delle Rocce, 1480
Figure 30 ++ Grotto di Boboli, 
Detail
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Grotto Prototype
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The Rostra
The rostra, a Roman place to speak, also 
means face in Italian. Bronze spurs placed 
on the prow of the war boats were also 
called rostro. It is also an object as 
an interface, a wedge to communicate with 
other species. The form of the original 
Rostra may have been a simple raised 
platform made of wood, similar to the 
Roman tribunal.6 The Rostra vetera, which 
was the speaker’s platform of the Forum 
Romanum in Imperial Rome, originally had 
a curved shape along the south rim of 
an amphitheater. The structure can be 
identified as a building with a platform 
on top, bordered by a parapet. The rostra 
form has been preserved in the ambones 
-- circular pulpits that can be found in 
many ancient churches.7 The ambone is a 
podium sculpted from marble, stone or wood 
usually enclosed on three sides, with the 
forth connected to a staircase. Usually, 
Paleochristian and Romanic churches, 
had two ambones on either side of the 
altar to allow reading of the Epistola, 
on the right, and the Vangelo, on the 
left. The rostra is a place that serves a 
communicative purpose. 
6  Forbes, S. Russell (January 1, 1892). Rambles in 
Rome: An Archaeological and Historical Guide to the 
Museums, Gal. Thomas Nelson and Sons. pp. 43
7  “Rostra.”
Figure 31 ++ Roman Rostra
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Rostra Prototype
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Design Manifesto 
Public by Design’s method consists of two 
preconditions:
1. Once built the object in the city can 
never be privately appropriated by one 
single citizen. The structure belongs to 
the community that designed and approved 
it, and the designer/designers would have 
to release ownership. The copyright would 
be owned by the community or neighborhood. 
2. The objects are built using CNC machines, 
and can be assembled with simple tools.
Manifesto
The design manifesto is the following:
1. All things on this planet are connected
2. They are impermanent, unstable and all-
changing
3. Nature never existed.
4. The network acts at a much larger 
scale than we think of, the values and the 
contexts we are serving are much broader 
and have a broader impact on the planet.
5. Objects develop their own life and 
independence after we have created them.
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Architectural Choices
In his book the The Poetics of Space, 
Bachelard introduces the idea of nests and 
shells as the purest formal space, because 
it is the trace of a movement that comes 
from within, a sort of touched up beauty 
8This is why many of the designs for this 
thesis reflect this idea of simplicity: 
roundness signifies the perfect vision 
of a habitation within an environment. 
The idea is design for the production of 
objects that host different materiality, 
to surpass this myth of nature as something 
alternative or separate from us, and to 
create networked objects that communicate 
on a global scale as much as on the “civita” 
scale. 
The appearance of the designed urban 
prototype holds a twofold significance: 
they reflect the simple productive 
aesthetic of digital fabrication, while 
remaining structural scaffolds for 
pedagogical learning. 
8  The Poetics of Space. Beacon Press, 1994.
Preliminary Study Model for a 
physical integration of nature in a 
digitally fabricated model.
Detail of tree branches intertwined 
with lasercut masonite structure.
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Holistic Urban Objects: a Networked 
Design Experiment
The first experimentation on participatory 
design for cities consisted ofselecting one 
of the designed prototypes, the Hermitage, 
and inciting the public to design its own 
version of the pavilion. The experiment 
was called “Holistic Urban Objects: a 
Networked Design Experiment” as to express 
the possible universality of the design 
proposal.  The Hermitage, structurally 
based on a notched waffle configuration, 
was designed revolving around the vertical 
z axis a series of equal “RIBS” that would 
interlock on varying sized horizontal 
rings. To reach to a broad audience circuit, 
this experiment used different media 
templates.  For simplicity, the public 
was asked via email to design, digitally 
or by manual hand sketching, a single rib 
of the pavilion. The public was also asked 
to think about the function and the skin 
of their pavilion and to incorporate that 
thinking into the design.  
Steps performed in the Experiment for 
involving public participation.
1. Email, call for designs
2. Blog, all the projects were 
exposed in a public blog.
3. Assessment, the public designs 
were collected in a single diagram.
Steps to explain the process from 
drawing to physical model. 
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Explanatory drawings sent to the 
public. 
A. Axonometric drawing of the 
Hermitage, which explain the structre 
principles, with the RIB higlighted 
in black.
B. Template for drawing the RIB
C. Examples that are shown to the 
public for clarifying the passage 
from 2d shape to 3d form.
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Apparatus
The first outreach email was sent to a 
several academic and personal mailing 
lists (including the MIT Community and 
Eindhoven Engineering School). A blog was 
then created where the public could find 
explanatory information on the project and 
templates for drawing the Hermitage9. To 
further divulgate the blog and receive a 
higher number of designs from the public, 
the “Holistic Urban Objects” blog will 
be publicized using other websites that 
pertain to the world of designers and 
fabricators such as 100kGarages, Shopbot, 
Make!, and Ponoko. 
9  “Holistic Urban Objects.” Accessed May 20, 2013. 
http://holisticurbanobjects.tumblr.com/.
Holistic Urban Objects experiment 
Blog
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Participant Submission and Fabricated 
Model
+ Pavilion for Cats +
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Participant Submission and Fabricated 
Model
+ Blanket of Sounds +
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Participant Submission and Fabricated 
Model
+ Pavilion for City Nomads +
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Participant Submission and Fabricated 
Model
+ Refuge +
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Participant Submission 
+ Auto Therapy System for People +
This design idea intertwines 
technology, nature and culture.
Participant Submission 
+ Magic Couple Playing Flying +
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Participant Submission 
+ Preliminary Study for an 
Archeological Museum +
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Participant Submission 
+ Silhouette Pavilion +
Participant Submission 
+ Ant Farm +
Participant Submission 
+ STOA, Corridor and Room +
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Participant Submission 
+ Surf Pavilion +
Participant Submission 
+ Super Hero Costume Changing +
Participant Submission 
+ Swing Pavilion +
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Participant Submission 
+ Traveling Medusa +
Participant Submission 
+ Meeting point to access the Fourth 
Spatial Dimension +
Participant Submission 
+ Water Camping +
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Participant Submission 
+ Wisteria +
Participant Submission 
+ Pavilion to pick up on everything +
Participant Submission 
+ Olympic Games for Animals+
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Participant Submission 
+ Butterfly House +
Participant Submission 
+ People Pavilion +
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Participant Submission 
+ Rome Canape +
Participant Submission 
+ Pavilion for a laugh +
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Participant Submission 
+ The Hanging Garden +
Participant Submission 
+ Sexy Pavilion +
Participant Submission 
+ Il giardino segreto +
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Participant Submission 
+ Pavilion for Contemplation   +
Participant Submission 
+ Very High Voltage Corona Discharge 
Mapping +
Participant Submission 
+ Outdoor Library Pavilion +
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Participant Submission 
+ Post-Atomic Publicness +
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Participant Submission 
+ Post-Atomic Publicness +
+ Conclusion + 74
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Chapter 5 Conclusion
The practice of designing public spaces is 
based on old models of urban design. This 
thesis proposes a system to rapidly change 
the urban landscape involving institutions 
and citizens in the building of public good. 
The testing ground of this participatory 
design investigation has been conducted 
on a global scale, the participant’s 
provenance being from disparate places 
around the world. To assess the results 
of the experiment the shared designs are 
analyzed according to their function. 
The Urban Semantic Atlas is produced 
to visualize the relations amongst the 
submissions.  Each design choice taken 
from the participants reflects a critical 
venue. Because of their quality of being 
objects that can be designed and fabricated 
by the public, the pavilion and the two 
other objects (rostra and grotto) have 
a material composition that intertwines 
ecologies of thought with action.  
Semantics is a discipline that studies 
meaning. It is based on the relation 
between a word and its denotation. The 
Atlas is a semantic model of pavilion 
functions that the public designed; the 
data to generate the model was obtained by 
individual submission of the experiment’s 
participants.  The model geometry is 
structured by the pavilions’ functions 
which are displayed as regions in the map 
(the ovoid shapes). Each region contains 
a node or clique, in this model the clique 75
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represent the minimal unit of meaning1 
and can be identified by the title that 
the participants gave to their Hermitage 
design. All functions in a clique are 
synonymous and analogue to each other’s. 
The proximity or distance indicated the 
treatment of meaning. 
As to transform the semantic atlas to 
a useful tool for participatory urban 
design the geometric models uses clusters 
as categorization methods.  The pavilions 
were divided according to their function 
into three clusters Natural – Technological 
– and Cultural/Theoretical. Each pavilion 
takes its spatial place according to its 
meaning.  For instance the Water Camping 
Pavilion is very near the technological 
cluster, because it would require much 
technical specificity than the Secret 
Garden that stands in the center of 
the Nature Cluster. Or the Pavilion for 
Intergalactic Travels pertains to the 
technological cluster but tends to stand 
in between the three clusters because of 
its universal meaning. A variation of 
this Semantic Atlas could display cluster 
categories such as formal/structural 
qualities of the Hermitage participant’s 
submissions or material composition; 
in the first case - structural quality 
- the clusters would be feasibility and 
impossible realizations. As the experiment 
conducted involved participants around 
the world, the Semantic Atlas represents a 
picture of urban objects that would populate 
an ideal city. It would be possible to 
1  From a mathematical point of view and in graph theory, a clique is a maxi-
mal complete sub graph.  
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repeat the experiment localizing it into 
a single city or neighborhood, so that the 
participants would be community members, 
families and schools students.  Atlas such 
as this one for every place in the world 
would interpret citizen desires while 
expressing the semantic of the place.
The “Holistic Urban Objects: A Networked 
Design Experiment” was conducted over 
the time frame of two months. The online 
blog allowed each participant to look 
at previous submissions. The creativity 
and diversity of each submission has 
been growing exponentially over time, 
suggesting that the participants 
were inspired by earlier designs and 
that they were able to learn from the 
previous entries.  Meanings and forms 
also evolved over time.  This experiment 
shows that with adequate framework it is 
actually possible to teach how to design 
space to non-expert designers and to 
create awareness on a specific topic, 
which in this case was the urban public 
space.  
As to whether participatory design might 
actually produce aesthetic aberrations 
that would populate our cities, this 
thesis leaves the question open. The fact 
that the public designs one component 
(the RIB), that with repetition creates 
the final shape of the Hermitage, allows 
for a non-literal translation from a two 
dimension shape into a three dimensional 
form.  In most submitted designs the 
passage from a drawing to a model 79
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creates an abstract form, a sort of 
anti-narrative model, which dissociates 
the final shape from its initial literal 
appearance.  The designer, by generating 
the prototypes, maintains both a degree 
of control in shaping the parts of the 
structure for public customization 
while also resolving technical details 
such as joints and scalability; 
ultimately defining the quality of 
the publicness by selecting the urban 
objects which reference models of the 
past (Urban Archetypes). By including 
public participation, this thesis is a 
pedagogical experiment, a game for self-
learning:  the utopian results that stem 
from the rule program dialogue with form 
and function in unexpected, chaotic and 
provocative ways. 
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+ Interviews +
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Interviews
These interviews reflect the state of the 
art of design engagement of citizens within 
the realm of participatory practices.
Interboro Partners, urban design as 
social practice1
Interboro Partners is a New York City-based 
office of architects, urban designers, and 
planners founded by Daniel D’Oca, Tobias 
Armborst, and Georgeen Theodore. Together 
they explore ways in which urban design 
and architecture influence culture and 
relationships
and work to improve cities with innovative 
and experimental ideas. Interboro 
exhibited work and designed installations 
that examine ideals of site-specificity, 
interaction and tolerance at Venice 
Biennale US Pavilion, MOMA PS1 and Rotterdam 
International Architecture Biennale. 
Michela Barone Lumaga: Firstly, Georgeen, 
Daniel and Tobias, I would like to hear 
about your beginnings. How did your 
careers in urban design and architecture 
start and what were the major highlights/
turning points?
Tobias: We met at GSD. Immediately after 
graduating we continued school work not 
thinking about professional
office, more doing research in an 
independent context, reading books and 
participating in several competitions. 
1  Barone Lumaga, Michela, LOFT, The Scandinavian 
Bookazine, Volume II,  PP Publishing ABI, Stockholm,
2013. 
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After winning the first competition we 
started to think about a serious practice 
and this is how we started. It was also 
2002 and at that point the interest in 
urban design was not as broad as it is now 
where you have, for example, Mercedes Benz 
sponsoring a magazine in Urban Dynamics.
Georgeen: You can also say that the physical 
product of most urban design firms was 
working really closely with developers 
and at a very large scale, so most of the 
urban design practices were older, larger 
and well established. I think we saw room 
for a smaller firm.
Tobias: Those firms were looking at urban 
problems from one perspective, instead we 
were used to reading the built-in conflicts 
and political layers, bringing different 
perfectives in play.
Georgeen: When we started working together, 
we integrated into our practice Margaret 
Crawford’s focus on ‘Everyday Urbanism’ 
and Roger Sherman’s systemic thinking 
about the influence of real estate in the 
development of architecture. Now it seems 
more common, but when we started we were 
really working on things that were not 
considered the subject of an urban design 
and architecture practice.
MBL: MIT professor Donald Schön (1979) 
argues that ‘the essential difficulties in 
social policy have more to do with problem 
setting than with problem solving, more to 
do with ways in which we frame the purposes 
to be achieved than with the selection of 
optimal means for achieving them.’ For 
Schön ‘the framing of problems often depends 
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upon metaphors underlying the stories 
which generate problem setting and set the 
direction of problem solving.’ He calls 
this generative metaphors, or figurative 
descriptions of social situations. What 
is your way to set a problem? Which are 
the research processes that you apply when 
confronting a new urban scenario?
Georgeen: we try not to be judgmental. We 
do have certain methodologies, but they 
are not really about formal moves. We call 
it the detective work...
Daniel: We try not to take things as given. 
When we approach a new project, and we have 
the opportunity to go to a new place and 
listen to it, we often are able to tell a 
story about it which is slightly different 
than the story history and historians 
taught us. For instance the first project 
was the intervening in a ‘dead’ shopping 
mall but after spending some time with 
the place, we shifted the idea of it, 
discovering it to be an extremely lively 
place. So yes, I think it is about setting 
the problem. In Detroit, for example, we 
tried to avoid familiar ways to describe 
a shrinking city. We are interested in 
reframing and re-describing.
Georgeen: Of course we have certain outcomes 
that we like to advocate for, but we try 
to look at the different stakeholders, we 
try understanding the different dynamics 
that are in play and through that we try to 
match up interests to deliver results for 
different groups that might have stakes in 
the project.
Daniel: We are very opportunistic and we 
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try not to accept a place, a programme 
or a problem on its own terms. Nobody 
else does. A few days ago we were writing 
about this issue of framing. If you are 
a developer or a city, you always tell a 
story that makes what you are doing sound 
appropriate.
Georgeen: We believe in the idea of a 
project doing something else – trying 
to foster different kinds of open 
relationships between the institution and 
the city around it. And we think that this 
is something that urbanism can do more and 
should do more.
Tobias: We also are working on independent 
and self-initiating projects, like the 
Detroit project, where we get funding and 
start researching.
Georgeen: We try to give more value to 
others, and not only the client. For 
instance in Lent Space we saw that there 
was this bigger thing happening in New 
York City, which was the initiative of the 
Millions Trees, so we
convinced them to park the trees in our 
space.
Michela: Temporality. Many of your projects 
(Commonplace, Lent Space, In the Meantime, 
Life with Landbanking) are structured 
around temporary conditions of urbanity 
and transform given physical boundaries 
into urban design opportunities (the 
Venetian Passerelle seasonal remedy to 
flooding, a private site temporarily open 
to the public, an apparently dead shopping 
mall area ). Modernist urban design has a 
top-down approach to the city. Your design 
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firm acknowledges the importance of social 
design and temporary interventions as 
tools for reshaping our cities.
How do you see the practice of architects 
and urban planners changing in the next 
10 years?
Daniel: It seems that there are a lot more 
firms out there like us. We were recently 
on the panel at a conference at Penn 
State University and the theme centred on 
new ways of practice, new types of firms 
and about the importance of challenging 
traditional client relationships.
Georgeen: I think there is a value in 
working like we do, but you have to be 
opportunistic and operate in as many 
different directions as you can. I would 
like to see a scaled-up version of what we 
are doing now. Social design and temporary 
intervention, yes, certainly, but one 
of the challenges is how you integrate 
this in larger operations and larger 
institutions. It would be important to 
scale the design practice while being 
careful of not reinforcing existing power 
structures and power relationships.
Daniel: More and more the real opportunity 
comes from public sectors, and cities have 
to start recognizing the value that certain 
people are bringing and hire them, instead 
of having them rely on grants, charity 
and kick starters to do these kinds of 
projects.
Michela: Borders / fences / thresholds/
communication ... in your book Arsenal 
of exclusion and inclusion you analyze 
various forms of spatial segregation and 
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exclusion. Architects, planners, policy 
makers and developers are all involved in 
an ‘ongoing war’ between integration and 
segregation. You have a blog where you 
carefully note these examples. Which is 
the most effective way to communicate with 
these urban actors to trigger a positive 
change in the way cities are designed and 
thought of?
Georgeen: one of the ideas underpinning 
Arsenal of exclusion and inclusion is that 
actors have agencies in city making. So 
we hope that the book highlights these 
agencies of individuals and organizations 
and encourages people to act and do better. 
We hope people will use the tools to make 
cities more accessible.
Daniel: There are a lot of audiences 
for the book; we hope that it will be an 
introduction on how to think critically 
about the kind of NIMBY-ist decisions that 
are made in the cities in the 21st century. 
Our work is about increasing public space 
in communities and proposes a more WIMBY-
ist (welcome in my back yard) approach to 
the design of cities.
Tobias: We are critically thinking about 
the built environment, addressing people 
that would normally read a scholarly book. 
Through curating the book’s graphic design 
and appearance we hope to reach a broader 
audience. We also teach.
Georgeen: Our built projects are totally 
interwoven with the ideas that are displayed 
in the book. We try to practice what we 
preach and we are really interested in the 
back and forth between the printed words 
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and the physical work.
Tobias: Of course we would design a gated 
community but we are also interested in 
tools and policies that could really change 
things. For example now we are looking 
into the theme of home value insurance, 
where people submit themselves to these 
ridiculous regimes of what they can have 
in their front yards and where the fear 
of losing money has a lot to do with how 
gated communities are designed.
Michela: People as designers. In the MOMA 
PS1 installation, you designed custom-
made urban furniture upon request by the 
habitants of the neighborhood. Although 
the objects were commissioned by the 
public, you were the actual designers of 
the objects. Do you think the time has come 
for the people to really be the designers 
of the objects, and eventually, of urban 
activities?
Tobias: Well, architecture is confined to 
the educated taste while urban design is 
coordinating everybody else’s bad taste. 
I would say that we have been doing both. 
Sometimes people’s ideas are just good 
and funny, or simply more interesting than 
what we would generate. In PS1 we did not 
care about translating those ideas one to 
one.
Daniel: Our pieces for PS1 have been called 
anti-modern or radical postmodern, ‘Judd 
style’. We wanted to design something 
light enough and transportable. We were 
also thinking about their afterlife: 
we asked ourselves if they should just 
totally disappear or be informal street 
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furniture.
Michela: What projects would you like to 
be working on in the future?
Daniel: Large scale urban planning 
projects.
Tobias: Airport, I am intrigued by this 
connection between city and machine.
Georgeen: Housing, and in designing 
different tools that impact the physical 
environment. Looking at experiments that 
have been done, and starting with designing 
the size of the room.
Michela: Which are for you the positive 
urban characters of the American cities 
compared to European and vice versa?
Tobias: Sometimes I feel very patriotic... 
it is so hard to characterize where we 
are, and where Europe is. I am actually 
German. It is hard to make a statement. On 
the scale of the US nation we have so many
policies for cities that we like, Fair 
Housing Act, ADA (Accessibility Guidelines 
for Buildings and Facilities), the right 
to peacefully assemble. On the other hand 
we undermine other terrible things. US is 
always between two sides NIMBY– and WIMBY. 
We keep fighting for the inclusionary 
zoning, against the forces of segregations 
and for a more open society. 
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Tod Machover, participatory art making2
“Social media and electronic communications 
make it possible to connect to everybody; 
we need to build every possible tool that 
we can so that there is much more fluid 
communication between people listening to 
music and people making it.” Tod Machover 
While disciplines such as architecture 
and design are exploring how to surpass 
ancient practices of conventional design 
modalities, other disciplines, like 
music, have already successfully opened 
their creation doors to the public, cross-
pollinating with other artistic fields, 
transforming and refreshing their means 
through collective sharing practices. Tod 
Machover, head of the MIT Media Lab’s 
Opera of the Future group, is the composer 
of “A Toronto Symphony” a crowd-sourced 
orchestral opera.  Machover, whose work 
lies at the intersection of participatory 
art and technology, has devoted part of 
his research efforts to creating tools 
and objects which allow untrained, non-
musical people to create pieces of music. 
Machover explains in a BBC interview that 
music has always been tied to technology, 
beginning with  prehistoric man’s discovery 
that banging on stones would create a 
more precise sound than just clapping 
the hands. It is therefore a logical 
step, Machover believes, to investigate 
2  Barone Lumaga, Michela, LOFT, The Scandinavian 
Bookazine, Volume III,  PP Publishing ABI, Stockholm,
2013.
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methods that employ technology as a medium 
to shorten “the distance between the 
ones that listen to music and the ones 
that are making it”.  In his last piece 
commissioned by the Toronto Symphony 
Orchestra, he created, during a 15 month 
period,  a participatory and collaborative 
music compositionusing the citizens of 
Toronto. He began by  venturing into the 
urban territory, recording soundscapes in 
distinct areas of the city. He then asked 
members of the Toronto Symphony Youth 
Orchestra to replicate and reinterpret 
musically these sounds. He also recorded 
the voices of elementary school children 
and incorporated these sounds into the 
composition by playing them during the 
performance. A Toronto Symphony: Concerto 
for Composer and City at Roy Thomson 
Hall is a music piece that represents a 
multifaceted portrait of a city painted by 
the citizens with musical notes; it values 
the importance of a place as generator 
of site-specific artwork. Peter Oundjian, 
Music Director of the Toronto Symphony 
said: “I think this piece is one of the 
most collaborative piece of music every 
made.”3 
Michela: How did the project in Toronto 
start, and what were the turning points 
while developing it?  
Tod: The project started because the 
Toronto Symphony Orchestra contacted me 
about one year and half ago, asking me if I 
3  “BBC News - Tod Machover: Composer’s Social Media 
Symphony for Toronto.” Accessed May 23, 2013. http://
www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-21719783.
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wanted to be the curator of  New Creations 
Festival. The music director and the people 
who run it are creative and open-minded 
and orchestras in general are promising 
because the are in an urban scene, and they 
should represent a place to bring people 
together, but they are also ocean liners 
instead of smart cars -very conservative - 
and they have a social and financial model 
which is from 100 years ago. So now they 
are starting to think about how they might 
change. When Toronto came I knew we could 
try something interesting and we decided 
to make the festival around the future of 
the orchestra. And they asked me to make 
a new piece. 
One of the issues that interests me is 
that nowadays the general public is much 
more willing to participate in music 
projects and make songs. Today social 
media is still a marketing tool, but is 
not a very good way to connect people 
with very different backgrounds.  So I 
went back to Toronto and tried a different 
model of participation, investigating how 
we could make a real discussion and scale 
collaboration. My intention was to invite 
the entire city of Toronto to participate. 
My other goal at the beginning was to make 
something that would satisfy my creative 
instincts, so that it would feel my piece 
but also it would feel like everybody’s 
piece in a balanced way.
At the very beginning, I made a picture 
of my imagined piece – no sound, only 
graphics –where shape, texture and color 
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gave a sense of what the piece looks like 
and distributed proposing three ways 
of collaboration: me, yours and ours. 
And then I asked the people to send me 
sounds. I found somebody who had a very 
good understanding of Toronto community 
groups and people that we could contact to 
collaborate. I started traveling a lot and 
having personal meetings while designing a 
mini-project for every different groups of 
people. For example, I challenged 70 bands 
that were playing at the festival inviting 
them to make an original composition that 
I would incorporate into the symphony.  My 
constraints were that their composition had 
to be no longer that 5 seconds. So during 
the festival the bands performed these 
five seconds that were later integrated in 
the final piece. This is an example of how 
we adapted for each subgroup. Another big 
thing was that we got the school system 
very interested. I taught the kids and 
teachers Hyperscoret and they worked three 
months on a piece. So there is a section 
of the symphony made out of kid’s pieces 
with my glue. In the fall I realized that 
we didn’t really have the best tools to 
let people take my music and to play with 
them, so we made a series of apps that 
we launched in December. We developed 
two music app versions:  Mediascore and 
Constellation. Constellation is a graphic 
digital diagram made of a very simple 
jagged line and virtual brushes; the 
user can change texture, intensity and 
pace, record and share his piece. Public 
participation happened also when I had the 
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finale which is the part of the symphony 
when everything get synchronized. I took 
the first twenty-five seconds and let the 
people experiment with the finale (if you 
bend the line on your Ipad screen you 
actually bend time) I listened to all of 
those and made my own version. So, with 
all of these techniques we engaged many 
different people in very different ways, 
and I discussed the piece with many people 
from different background and contexts. 
For the basic idea of the shape of the 
piece I always thought about a journey 
in three parts; the first part is someone 
like me coming into Toronto, listening and 
understanding the city. The second part is 
the traveler going away and imagining the 
city, and then the third part is everything 
coming together. I was also writing my own 
musing along the way. The piece is thirty 
minutes long.  
Michela: When you create a new tool for 
making music, what are your strategies to 
make it easy and accessible to people? How 
do you reach people’s hearts and keep them 
focused on, for instance, writing a music 
piece?  
Tod: The environment, the task and the 
tool does have to be something which is 
easy to understand. But, I think even more 
importantly,is that people have to see a 
goal which is important and realizable, 
beautiful and motivatingly emotional, 
so they care about it.. You can’t ask 
somebody to make a thirty-minute symphony. 
The two extreme responses from the public 
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are: I can’t commit the time needed and I 
can’t understand the boundaries (what you 
are really asking).  And usually whenever 
I make a mistake that’s the mistake. It 
might be a great idea, but they don’t 
quite get what I am asking. What made 
the big difference in A Toronto Symphony 
was the added dimension of contributing 
to something larger. So one thing I did 
was to promise that I would listen to 
everything and I would use as much as 
possible and I made it  clear to everybody 
where your thing would fit. This time I 
was very careful to showing where their 
things were, through displaying the name, 
or the picture. But the positive side is 
that we did a portrait for a city, and 
being part of that was motivating. 
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